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The Legend of the Design 


There is a famous classical teaching tale, brought to us by the Sufi mystic 
and writer Idries Shah in his book Way of the Sufi which will serve to introduce 
and set the scene for our brief foray into the realms of paradigms. 


A man was once imprisoned for life for a crime which he did not commit. 

After a few months, having behaved in an exemplary fashion, he became 
regarded as a model prisoner, and he was granted the privilege of making his 
cell a little more comfortable. His wife sent him a prayer carpet which she had 
woven. 

Several months later, the man, a tinsmith by profession, asked if he might be 
allowed some pieces of tin and some tools to work it, so that he might produce 
some small decorative items which his jailors could sell in the local market, to 
their mutual advantage. 

Then one day, when his jailor came to bring him breakfast, he discovered 
that the cell was empty and the man was gone. The jailors thought about the 
matter a little and concluded that the man must have been a magician. 

Years later, when the man had finally managed to prove his innocence, had 
come out of hiding and had been pardoned, the king of the country asked how he 
had escaped. 

‘My wife went to see the locksmith who proudly showed her the designs of 
the locks he'd made for the jail,’ the man explained, ‘then she wove a prayer rug 
which she sent me. 

‘She relied on me registering that the pattern where my head touched the 
rug in prayer contained the design for the internal wards of the locks. 

‘A tinsmith by trade, I had to enlist the greed and need of the guards who 
were miserably paid, in order to obtain tin and tools with which to make a 
duplicate set of keys. 

‘That is the story of my escape. ’ 


At the now-defunct yahoo! group The Tenth Donkey, a friend, Azo, told me 
that this story was explained to him by one of his mentors as an allegory about 
the condition of the ordinary man. Man is in the prison of his conditioning as 
well as his biological evolution but he has the potential to free himself. The 
method to do so being well enshrined in the ‘design’. 

This is also tied in with a key and pithy aphorism of the Sufis: 
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‘Being a Sufi is to put away what is in your head — imagined truth, 
preconceptions, conditioning [, fixed thinking] — and face what may happen to 
you.’ 
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Absorption and actualization 


Many of us first came across the work of Idries Shah as long as four 
decades ago and in one internet group largely devoted to Sufi study, one of the 
veterans, WZ, remarked that having just re-read two of the early works (Way of 
the Sufi,1968 and Tales of the Dervishes, 1967) he was struck by how different 
the conversation in that internet group [beset at times by in-fighting, power 
struggles, clashes of personality, points scoring, flame wars, self-appointed 
teachers, hinting at secrets, ego-massaging and delusion] might be ‘if we actually 
absorbed the material in just these two books — readily available for nearly forty 
years now.’ And, revising this document in September 2023, I note that another 
twenty years have now passed since those group discussions. 

Prior to his work Learning How to Learn, much of Idries Shah's output (for 
example Tales of the Dervishes) was of a metaphorical or allegorical nature; after 
that, the material became more didactic, which led a friend, MM, in the yahoo! 
group Caravansarai (sic) [1] to comment that perhaps the lack of actualisation 
when presented with metaphorical and allegorical material was the reason Shah 
felt the need to spell things out in a more literal fashion in Learning How to 
Learn and his subsequent texts. 

I think that the story ‘The Legend of the Design’ pretty well sums up the 
different stages in the process. So rather than being a failure, I see the appeal to 
reason or intellect as not so much reflecting a prior failure in the smuggling-in 
process but rather a necessary further development, leading to a better 
consolidation. Getting the guards, censors and others to support the work. 

Which is not to say that metaphor and allegory will work for all. Sometimes 
we need to doubly spell things out to ensure that our message actually comes 
across. 

Regarding the absorption of the materials: in my opinion, we have all 
probably absorbed a great deal of material not only in the Shah corpus but, 
hopefully increasingly, from many other sources. I would liken this to the stage 
in ‘The Legend of the Design’ where the rug, having been designed and woven, 
is smuggled into the prison (in practice bit by bit). 

Perhaps the problems exist at other subsequent stages? For example at the 
stage when things should ‘click into place’ and become coherent and 
meaningful? Or at the stage where motivation and mobilization into action 
toward putting our own houses in order and later being of assistance to others are 
indicated? 
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It may help illuminate matters to think of the process in terms of the gestalt 


cycle shown in the diagram below: 
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The cycle hopefully runs smoothly through several successive stages: 
sensation, awareness, energy / excitement, action, contact and withdrawal / 


assimilation, but problems may develop at any of the stages. 


The following is from The Change Zone: [2] 
‘The Gestalt Cycle of experience describes a change process that an 


individual or system (interpersonal, group, organisation) goes through in any 


given experience. 
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‘Sensation is when you notice something is going on but nobody else seems 
to be aware of it. Awareness emerges when others are talking about what's going 
on but don't know what to do about it. Energy is Mobilised when you know what 
you need to do but nobody else wants to commit. The Excitement or emotional 
response affects your breathing before you finally take the decision but others 
aren't happy and there is no sense of achievement. Contact is achieved when 
people are happy with the outcomes and congratulating each other. Some people 
will not be happy and closure will not be achieved as they have Withdrawn, 
perhaps because it doesn't feel right. New sensations will then stimulate the cycle 
of responses to repeat themselves.’ 


One possible defect or stuckness in the gestalt cycle might be that the 
process of understanding fragments of the thing at an intellectual level may well 
indeed lead to actualization and satisfaction ... at that intellectual level. But this 
will not in itself lead on to a cycle at (say) the heart level, leading to satisfaction 
at that or higher levels? 

So an important question arises: 


QUESTION: Am I limiting my success in the Sufi work by too much 
emphasis on the intellectual and the academic? Or, for that matter, over-emphasis 
of the emotional? 


And a further question I might ask myself, which has a bearing on the 
previous question of how different might things be ‘if we actually absorbed the 
material in just these two books — readily available for nearly forty years now’ is: 


QUESTION: So, what kind of things will lead to satisfaction at the heart 
level (whereupon lesser considerations will fall by the wayside of their own 
accord)? 


At this point in on-line discussions, one friend commented that in the 
martial arts one cannot ‘fake it’ and that in contrast in the pursuit of truth ‘talk is 
cheap’ contrasting it to actually walking the talk as the Sufis undoubtedly do. 
Which prompted another friend to respond that ‘as Clint Eastwood said “A man 
has to know his own limitations”. Once you are content in this, then you are 
walking the walk, until then it's all talk.’ 

But surely, the story of ‘The Legend of the Design’ presents an action- 
philosophy and exemplary behaviour designed to transcend often self-, 
institutionally- and culturally-imposed limitations? It presents a key to escaping 
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the limitations of (for example) closed systems and paradigms; conditioning, and 
over-identification with the ego. 

There are so many plays on the meanings of the word ‘model’ in the story, 
by the way and more can be deduced (model, design, prototype, blueprint, model 
prisoner, exemplar; etc), that this cannot be merely coincidental. It may be that 
Shah turned to Rogets Thesaurus to find many English words with associated 
meanings, in order to mimic the similar nature of the original Arabic or Persian, 
where many words based on the same (or shuffled) consonantal roots are 
grouped together and share a constellation of associated meanings. 
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Paradigms, closed systems and ideology 


So what is a paradigm and why is this important to consider? 


‘A paradigm is a self-contained or closed system of meanings within which 
every problem is explained (or ignored). The paradigm of science is a 
mechanistic and materialistic world of physical causality (a world of facts and 
the relationships between facts). One way to approach the meaning of anything is 
to investigate the causal relationships of which it is a part. 

‘Hand-in-hand with a paradigm goes an ideology, which is a self-contained 
system of values. An ideology is just another name for a closed system of 
thinking. A closed system of thought occurs when any framework of knowledge 
tries to ask and answer all questions concerning values and standards within its 
own boundaries. Such a system does not lead to the acceptance of any knowledge 
that is outside those boundaries [nor from those outside its recognized 
practitioner fraternity]. ’ [3] 


Looking back at the story of ‘The Legend of the Design’ and the aphorism 
‘Being a Sufi is to put away what is in your head — imagined truth, 
preconceptions, conditioning — and face what may happen to you,’ you will see 
the connection. 

The materials are designed to be instrumental, not to be used to 
indoctrinate. 

So another important question I might usefully ask myself is: 


QUESTION: What are the ‘closed systems’ (prisons, habits, conditioning, 
ego-identification, life ...) in my life? What and how do I limit myself or am I 
limited by others (such as group norms)? And how may I practically transcend 
their bounds? 


Over at The Tenth Donkey (another yahoo! group), friend BV stated very 
shrewdly: ‘Metaphor may be the way out of a paradigm.’ And so it might! If the 
metaphor refers to a framework of knowledge outside of the paradigm or 
ideology. 

So, another question might be: 
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QUESTION: Who or what may be of use in my dilemma which stand 
outside of the closed system I find myself in? 


It's possible that I can — do — erroneously turn the Sufi projection into a 
closed system or paradigm in itself, especially if I limit myself to the intellectual 
plane or to Shah alone ... though if I can rise above or manoeuvre around the 
intellectual, then perhaps a whole new vista opens up? 

It's possible that certain stances taken by Shah may not be altogether 
helpful. For example statements such as (very approximately) ‘though Sufism 
can illuminate lesser disciplines such as psychology, we have yet to find 
evidence that other disciplines can illuminate Sufism.’ Is this realism or is this 
the kind of thinking that actually brings about the formation of ideologies and 
their associated paradigms? 

Having said that, bodies which Shah drew our attention to such as the 
RAND think-tank and bodies he set up such as the Institute for Cultural Research 
made deliberate use of interdisciplinary elements and work in interstices. 

In response to the above, friend JS brought up a useful alternative 
perspective, suggesting that Sufism be seen not as a paradigm but a way of 
actually putting oneself beyond paradigms. He went on to suggest looking at 
Sufism not as a paradigm but as an attitude: 

‘So whilst, if one takes Sufism and Psychology, for instance, as 
“disciplines” (in an academic sense), it seems impossibly arrogant to say that 
Psychology can't illuminate Sufism, if one sees it as an attitude, this “high- 
handedness” disappears. 

‘In this vein, if I say to you that “while falling in love may help you to 
understand Shakespeare's sonnets, reading Shakespeare's sonnets won't 
necessarily help you to fall in love,” I doubt you would find this objectionable. 
Falling in love and reading Shakespeare are related, but they aren't equivalent - 
they exist in different ranges of human experience. The difference between 
Sufism and Psychology can be looked at in the same way.’ 

In deliberately introducing and/or creating a transcendent system, which 
offers greater freedom than previously held paradigms, Shah perhaps knew that 
there would come a point when folk would start bumping up against the 
boundaries of even this (albeit often self- or group-imposed boundaries), yet that 
there would always be the possibility of a breakthrough for some into something 
beyond even these bounds? 


Bon voyage, friends. 
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Notes 


1. The now-defunct yahoo! group was spelt ‘Caravansarai’. The current 
Facebook group is spelt “The Caravanserai’. 


2. https://web.archive.org/web/20081120013904/http:// 
www.changezone.co.uk/STEVE/gestalt.html 


3. https://web.archive.org/web/20081021103554/http:// 


www.dawndreamer.modern-thinker.co.uk/4%20-%20Ego%20and 
%20soul.htm 


4. You can find more books and two or three documents at the Internet 
Archive’s library, here: 
https://archive.org/details/@esowteric?tab=uploads 


5. And you can find a blog about works published by Sher Point 
Publications, UK, here: 


https://mystical-faction.blogspot.com/ 


6. The old sherpoint.uk web site has now been taken offline, though you 
can find some of the content at the Internet Archive’s Wayback 
Machine: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20230829133849/https://sherpoint.uk/ 
sherpoint/ 


